Connecting the Hostile
Attribution Bias with Habit
Formation
Habits
• Habits: implicit associations
between contexts and
responses that develop through
repeated reward learning
(Wood and Rünger, 2016)
• As of 2017, very little habit
research had made its way into
Social and Personality
Psychology literature (Wood,
2017)
Context Cues:
• Context cues are very important
within habit formation and
habitual behaviors
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• “Habitual behaviours are
elicited when a familiar context
activates cue-behaviour
associations that have been
learned through previous
performance.” (Gardner et al.,
2020)
• Cues can range from small
simple cues in the environment
to complex cues that require
multiple factors (Wood, 2017)
Self-Regulation/Self-Control:
• Habits are central to selfregulation, and high self-control
is instrumental for developing
good habits (Wood, 2017)
• Those with high self-control are
more likely to report avoiding
tempting environments and
situations (Wood, 2017)
• When self-control starts to
diminish, people are more likely
to respond habitually, regardless
of their intentions in that
moment (Gardner et al., 2020)

Hostile Attribution Bias
• Hostile Attribution Bias (HAB): an interpretation
bias where a person is more likely to interpret an
ambiguous situation as hostile in interpersonal
provoking situations (Epps and Kendall, 1995;
Wilkowski and Robinson, 2010)
• Ambiguous situation: a situation where
intentionality of behavior is unclear (Collins,
2022)
• Example: walking around a crowded mall and
having a stranger bump into you.

Social
Information
Processing
Steps:

•Step 1: Accurately
encode information
•Step 2: Accurately
interpret encoded
information
•Step 3: decide goal for
interaction
•Step 4: generate
potential responses
•Step 5: evaluate
potential responses and
choose best response
•Step 6: enact chosen
response

• HAB may result from a deviation in one of the
social information processing steps
Context Cues:
• Individuals with high HAB/aggression are more
likely to focus on potentially aggressive cues (Lin
et al., 2016), with an importance on facial
expressions/cues (Schönenberg & Jusyte, 2014)
• More likely to be overly sensitive and highly
attentive to hostile or potentially hostile cues
(Laue et al., 2018)
Self-control:
• Majority of research conducted focuses on
children and adolescents
• Individuals with reported lower self-control were
more likely to have a hostile attribution bias
(Nelson & Perry, 2015)
• Lower self-control was also associated with less
of a decline in the bias over time (Nelson &
Perry, 2015)
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Introduction:
• There are similarities between
HAB and habits in regard to cues
triggering a behavior as well as
being associated to low selfcontrol
• HAB may be a negative habitual
response to ambiguous situations
due to an impairment in social
information processing, with
factors such as low self-control
and contextual cues facilitating
the hostile attribution
• Allows for the ability to use the
habit literature to address issues
(i.e., aggression) associated with
HAB
• This work will lead to a project for
my Master’s Thesis
Method:
• A vignette study would allow us
to address both individual
differences as well as situational
differences.
• 24 scenarios would be used (half
to be used from Tremblay &
Belchevski, 2004, with half
created during the research
project) with 4 follow up
questions asking about HAB and
habitual tendencies
• Majority of the situations would
be ambiguous, with varying levels
of ambiguity.
• A wide variety of situations would
be used for the vignettes in order
to address whether an automatic
hostile attribution is made among
differing scenarios or more
specific scenarios
Example of Ambiguous Scenario
“You are at a university party and
you are introduced to several
people you don’ know. One guy
starts talking to you and tells you
something that you find insulting.”

